S7O         THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
shrapnel drily burst in the forest, about half a mile ahead of
them ; the shells splintered trees, sending them crashing $fr
the ground ; smoke rose in white clouds. Two cossack
machine-guns rattled away in curt alternation. Men began
to fall in the first line of Red troops. More and more
frequently the bullets picked ofi men belted with roll^
greatcoats and flung them down on their backs or their
chests ; but the others made no attempt to lie down, and
the distance separating them from the forest grew shorter
and shorter.
In front of the second line a tall, bareheaded commander
was running easily, with a long stride, his body bent forward
a little, the edges of his greatcoat tucked up.  The line
slowed down for a second in its advance, but as he ran the
commander turned and shouted something, and the men
again broke into a run, their hoarse, terrible t( hurrah"
again rose in a crescendo of fury.                                     ^
Then all the cossack machine-guns began to talk at onc<C
while from the fringes of the forest rifle-shots sounded hotly
and rapidly, without a break. From somewhere behind
Gregor, who was standing with his squadrons on the road
leading out of the forest, the heavy machine-gun of the
Bazki company opened fire in long stutters.  The Red lines
wavered, then lay down and returned the fire.   For perhaps
an hour and a half the struggle continued, but the insurgents*
fire was so effective that the second line could not face it,
and rose and fled back to mix with the third line, which was
coming up in a series of short dashes.  Soon the meado^?
were sprinkled with Red Army men running back in disorde^
Then Gregor led his squadrons out of the forest at a trot,
drew them up in formation and flung them into the pursuit.
The retreating troops were cut off from their rafts by the
Chixsk squadron, which advanced at a gallop, and a hand
to hand struggle developed outside the forest, right on the
river bank. Only part of the Red Army men managed to
fight their way through to the rafts.  They crowded every
inch of space on them and cast off.  Pressed right down to
the river edge, the others fought back.                               *
Gregor dismounted his squadrons, ordered the cossacks1
detailed to the horses not to come out of the forest, and led
the others down to the bank.  Running from tree to tree,